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He Sowed So That Others Could Reap:
Niels Ebbesen Hansen 1866 -1950
by J. CHRISTIAN BAY
January 4 punctuates two events. On that date in 1851
type-setting began for the printing of a new novel, Uncle
Tom's Cabin. On the same date in 1866 a boy was born on a
farm near Ribe, Denmark, who in baptism in the cathedral
was named Niels Ebbesen Hansen. The baptismal vessel used
had passed from one generation to the next for over 200
years and had the ring of old Danish silver.
The mother, Bodil Midtgaard, died in Niels' early childhood. The father, Andreas Hansen married again, and Niels
acquired not only a distinguished and able stepmother, but
two fine sisters. Andreas was very capable in arts and crafts.
He had trained at the Royal Arts Academy in Copenhagen
for three years and had later taken part in the three years war
of 1848-1850. He did fresco-paintings and altar pieces. Along
with many others, he emigrated in 1872. His family followed
him the year after. Niels then experienced the first seven
years of his childhood in Denmark. He never forgot them
and never lost his Danish tongue. The family lived for a
while in and around New York City. Andreas Hansen
quickly found use for his artistic abilities and has, among
other things completed many decorations in the old Vanderbilt palace and in the Exhibition halls in Philadelphia 1876.
But in 1876 the whole family moved to Des Moines and
there we can see Andreas Hansen's art in the capitol's ceiling
and wall decorations. The dome's ceiling with its blue skies
and its fleecy clouds is his work.
In school, Niels already pursued Nature study and
gathered plants and insects. He wrote small reports for the
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beautiful children's periodical "St. Nicholas" in New York
City. It has been said that his sisters, Helene and Kristine,
were ahead of him in the old East Des Moines High School,
which was, I dare say, because he had many irons in the fire
outside of school. But he managed very well and received
upon graduation from high school a position in the office of
Iowa's secretary of state, Hull. Outside of the home he
studied languages, and at home he practiced his Danish by
copying H. C. Andersen's fairy tales. When he was 17 he
enrolled at Iowa State College in Ames, where even then,
they had a capable and wide-awake faculty, and he soon
moved into high favor with Professor J. L. Budd in Horticulture who in 1882 was one of the first to bring hardy
species of fruit trees from Russia.
In the winter of 1883, Niels, in order to earn his way,
went to Elk Hom as a teacher at the Danish Folkschool
where he lectured in Danish, on natural history and horticulture. Here he gained insights into Grundtvig's vibrant
works and about these he could later say: "His message led me
to sunlit heights." In 1887 he took his final examinations in
Ames and immediately began to work in practical horticultural operations, especially in improving fruit species. But
Professor Budd called him back. Niels received his Master's
degree and became an assistant professor. In 1893, Budd,
provided opportunity for a new expedition to Russia,
planned specifically for his young and able student, Niels.
In those years, the Ames Agricultural College had many
distinguished men on its faculty. Beardshear was the school's
president. James Wilson was Director of the Experiment
Station, later U.S. Secretary of Agriculture, in private, a
large farmer, and then there was Professor L. L. Pammel, a
brilliant teacher in practical botany. In those scholarly surroundings a group of men emerged who opened the door
throughout the land to new ideas. Two of them were the
reflective Niels Ebbesen Hansen and the erect, wise,
visionary George Washington Carver, who in biological
subjects has brought us new and nationally significant discoveries and has become one of the great leaders in the
utilization of Nature's riches. Alone, these two men have
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returned to Iowa and the Republic many times over that
which has been expended by Iowa State College in its entire
existence.
In the meantime, the Hansen family had moved from Des
Moines to Elk Horn where Andreas through many years
worked in his profession and in his spare time completed a
number of paintings. Many will remember the painting of his
storks on a straw-thatched roof. In the Danish-American art
collections in our large schools are a number of his works.
Whether he, in addition, has done some altar pieces, I do not
recall. But I remember him as a friendly man, whose belief in
the common people and his trustworthiness were treasured
by many. At that time, Elk Horn and the surrounding areas
were a mecca for all Danish Americans; it was a friendly
place with important men and women in both spiritual and
practical undertakings and it has without question upheld
these traditions.
In 1894, Niels went on a long voyage of discovery to
Russia. The purpose was to discover useful and hardy plants
and tree species that could endure the winters in our north
and northwestern states.
The young man traveled through Russia and Siberia to
China's border, 700 miles from Semipalantinsk to Omsk on
sled. No one really understood what the Americans wanted.
But he gathered seed of the standing cultivated plants and
paid particular attention to the fact that wild alfalfa grew
over large areas on the steppes. He followed the blue-flowering alfalfa a thousand miles right to Kopal, and then rode on
in snow and sleet, until the road ended. It was a perilous
journey, but the alfalfa seeds were gathered, and much
more; and at last the large masses of seed, plants and trees
were harbored in Washington.
On later trips, Hansen's expeditions joined up with
caravans that came from Siberia and on the way to the Volga
River. It was in areas where one drew breath through wet
sponges in order to obtain moisture in the terrible drought.
The caravans brought packages of grass for the small
Mongolian horses. This grass had come from the most
drought-stricken areas of the world. From trials on this grass
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Montana's plains were renewed during the First World War.
It was the so-called crested wheat grass which sustained its
entry in our outermost Northwest.
Now, after the project has been successfully completed,
the whole world knows about Hansen's work on the development of alfalfa as a forage plant with hardy species. There
was, for example, the blue-flowering alfalfa from Turkestan.
Later, Hansen found the yellow-flowering alfalfa near
Irkutsk, which one could find growing a long ways toward
the north where the temperature could drop to - 91 ° F. In
the mind's eye, to see production of such useful plants, perhaps improved or crossed with less hardy kinds in our
Northwestern states, that was the substance of the undertaking. To foresee what significance this undertaking would
have for our agriculture, our animal industry, and our entire
economy, that is Niels Hansen's achievement.
He undertook journey after journey - 1906, 1908, 1913,
1924, 1930, and 1934. He studied his dear alfalfa in four
parts of the world and continued through the years searching
for plants adapted to our climate, but he never was
completely satisfied. In 1924 he was in Seoul, Korea, which
we lately have heard about.
While David Fairchild worked on plant findings in
tropical lands, Niels Hansen stayed in the North. And from
the North came this lesson which he expressed this way: "We
must seek hardiness in those plants that are naturally hardy."
And then there was the white-flowering alfalfa, Cossack,
which also was made use of.
Had Niels Hansen gone into business with his species and
varieties he could have been a rich man. But he preferred to
be a professor of Horticulture in Brookings, South Dakota.
There was his work, from there came his influence, and it
was also there he, over time, organized a prolonged effort in
improving fruit trees, bushes, and black berries.
In certain places in Siberia where the average annual
rainfall is about 8 inches, tailless sheep thrive. Also these
were tried as a possibility for increasing sheep production in
South Dakota. A flock was brought to Brookings and has
been the object of numerous experiments to see if it were
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possible to produce a breed with more wool and more hardiness than the sheep native to South Dakota, and without the
useless tail.
In addition to the aforementioned expeditions, Hansen
completed several others. In 1918 he traveled into Northern
Canada trying to find original varieties of grapes. We can
also mention pear varieties from Harbin (pears not native to
America) and other places in Asia, which time after time
have been crossed with other varieties. Similarly with plums
and apples. Hansen also produced melons that could grow in
more northerly climates. Also with blackberries, experiments have been run in large numbers, but these and much
else of Niels Hansen's work had better be written up by his
own co-workers.
In 1934, Hansen traveled to Russia for the last time, but
at this time it was at the invitation of Russia's government,
which saw the necessity for improving the organization of its
production. He wrote a book entitled "A Hundred Points,"
which was translated and printed in Russia. He visited their
agricultural institutions and gave advice and guidance. Four
million pounds of seed, especially Cossack, was sent to
Russia, which at that time could not produce much of it.
In 1937, after forty-two years activity as a professor at
Brookings, Niels Hansen withdrew into private life, but not
at all to the rest period that trees and plants enjoy. In the
peace of private life, he grew roses. Many of his varieties can
be seen in the State Rose Garden in Sioux Falls. Here it
would be possible to establish an industry for making rose
oil, but whether that project is under way I dare not say.
And now the grand, groundbreaking life has come to its
end. In its way, his life inwardly was calm and unostentatious. Niels Hansen was not a man who used large words to
describe his work; he was soft-spoken, very modest, but also
a very precise man. He married into the inspiring Pammel
family and was happy in his home and his circle.
In his way, he made the desert bloom. The prairie and the
vast expanse, the plains, were his field of work, and he has
brought prosperity to thousands and thousands. He has first
and last made good something that we know in Danish and
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which goes like this: Of critical importance in science and in
every-day life is not only how problems are solved but also
how we ask the questions. We can ask in many ways. As we
ask we receive answers, because in the question's content lies
the method .
SOURCE: Dannevirke, Wednesday the 13th December 1950. Translated
by Harald R. Jensen.
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